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Lynch Street: The May 1970 Murders
at Jackson State University
Tim Spofford

One warm Mississippi night in May, 1970, lines of blue-helmeted
lawmen marched up a darkened street at Jackson State College. They
stopped in front of a women’s dormitory to face a jeering crowd of black
students.
Someone threw a bottle, and it popped like a gunshot. There was a roar
of submachine guns and shotguns, a 28-second barrage that lit up the sky,
downed power lines in a shower of sparks, and blew out the dormitory
windows. Two black students were killed and twelve others wounded.
It was the second time in ten days o f antiwar protests that lawmen had
fired upon students. The last time was at Kent State University in Ohio, soon
after President Richard Nixon sent U.S. troops from Vietnam into Cambo
dia. After the killing of four white students by National Guardsmen in Kent,
Ohio, there were confrontations between students and peace officers across
the nation. Campuses of all kinds felt the unrest: seminaries, military
academies, women’s colleges, teachers’ colleges, and black colleges.
Jackson State was a black campus in Mississippi’s capitol city. Lynch
Street, one of the main roads through the city, bisected the campus, where
students sometimes hurled rocks at passing white motorists during tense
times in the racially divided city. May 13,1970, was one of those times. Both
students and nonstudents on Lynch Street that night threw rocks and
assaulted a campus ROTC building near Lynch Street. They tried to set it
ablaze, but failed. On the next night, May 14, they again tossed rocks and
set a dump truck afire in the street in front of a men’s dormitory.
About seventy officers, Mississippi Highway Patrolmen and Jackson city
police, were dispatched to the dormitory. To scatter the students, one
patrolman opened fire over his head, shooting into the dormitory. No one
was hurt.
The blue helmets then moved up Lynch Street behind Thompson’s
Tank, an armored van, and stopped to face a crowd of about one hundred
jeering students behind a chain link fence in front of a women’s dormitory
named Alexander Hall. The white men stood facing the black crowd for
several minutes. The shooting began.
Afterward, the peace officers claimed they were caught in a crossfire
between dormitory snipers on both sides of Lynch Street.
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What follows are accounts of the incident from four students and one
patrolman at the scene, as related during a civil trial in Biloxi, Mississippi,
about two years after the killings.
“ W o u ld y o u s ta te y o u r fu ll n a m e p le a s e ? ”

“ Vernon Steve W eakley.”
Weakley was the first witness for the plaintiffs and one of twelve students
wounded at Jackson State. Speaking into the microphone in a low voice,
W eakley told the court he was a member of Omega Psi Phi fraternity, and
that he worked part-time in a post office in Jackson. After work at 9:30 on
Wednesday night, May 13, 1970, the first night of the unrest, he had gone
to the Jackson State campus for a fraternity meeting. Weakley said students
were throwing rocks at cars that night, and a crowd attacked an ROTG
building.
Weakley was asked if he had been involved in the violence.
“ No, I wasn’t,” he replied.
On the next night, Weakley testified, again he had returned to the
Jackson State campus after work. He and some friends had left the campus
for a while to have beer at the Red Carpet Lounge on Lynch Street. At about
11:30 PM, they returned to the college, and Weakley had stood talking with
friends near the chain-link fence in front of Alexander Hall’s west wing. He
recalled seeing lines o f officers marching east up the street toward the dorm.
“As the police and Highway Patrolman arrived,” Weakley said, “ you had
an officer with a white shirt on, whoever he was, with the bullhorn
talking....” Students were cursing and three or four tossed rocks at the
lawmen, Weakley recalled. “ At that time, I saw a bottle thrown. It seemed
as if it came, to me, from the opposite side of the street.” The bottle shattered
in Lynch Street.
“ It seemed to me as soon as it hit behind the officers— they were facing
Alexander Hall, you know— they just started shooting,” Weakley said. “ I
turned around to run, and the next thing I know I was hit and knocked down.
I was hit in the right leg and I was bleeding real bad and my leg was burning.”
“ Did you hear any sniper shots at all at that point coming from any area
on the Jackson State campus?” Attorney Taylor asked.
“ No, I didn’t.”
Tuwaine Davis Whitehead took the stand. A thin, twenty-one-year-old
junior, she majored in special education and commuted to Jackson State
from Canton, her hometown twenty-eight miles north of the campus. Since
she had always been a commuting student, Whitehead testified, it was only
by accident that she had been in Alexander Hall on the night of May 14,1970.
“W e was going to have a final physical education examination that night
from six to eight, so we had to stay over,” Whitehead said.
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Lacking a ride home after her exam that night, she had gone to
Alexander Hall to see friends on the third floor o f the west wing. The group
was listening to records and playing cards in the dorm when she heard a yell:
“ Th ey are marching in front o f the dorm !” She and her friends scurried
down the hallway to the west wing stairwell. On the landing between the
third and fourth floors, they found other women crowding the windows
overlooking Lynch Street. From these same stairwell windows, according
to the Highway Patrolmen, a male sniper had opened fire.
“When I got to the window,” Whitehead told the court, “ I went to look
out, but I only got a glance. That’s when someone shouted that the officers
was fixing to shoot.... I turned to run and I got halfway down the stairs, and
I felt something hit me in my back. I fell down the stairs and I crawled behind
a wall and there I stayed up until the shooting had stopped.... While I was
behind the wall I noticed that my arm was bleeding. It had been cut open,
and I could see buckshots, or whatever they was, bouncing all around me,
and glass and everything falling around me.”
“ You were hit in the arm?” she was asked.
“ In the arm and the leg and back.”
“ How did you feel while this shooting was going on?”
“ I was scared to see all this coming around me, com ing straight at me.
I could hear this noise like shooting going on and bullets bouncing all around
me and everything. I was just scared to death, because I just knew I was
dead. Wasn’t nobody up around me or nothing, I just knew I was dead.”
“ Did you see a man, a sniper there firing shots out o f the broken
window?”

“No, not at all.”

“ Up to the shooting, had you seen a man anywhere in the dorm itory?”
“ No, not at all.”
Leroy Renter, Jr. was the next wounded student to testify. He was a tall,
muscular youth with a beard— a sophomore back in 1970. After he had been
shot at Alexander Hall, Renter lay in traction for nearly two months.
Renter’s left thigh bone had been shattered and the leg shortened by a half
inch. Bullet fragments remained in his right leg.
Renter told the court that on the night of the shootings he had been
talking with friends in front of Alexander Hall just after saying goodnight to
his girlfriend. Like many other students, Renter had never seen the dump
truck ablaze two blocks west in front o f Stewart Hall, and he had not heard
the Patrol shooting in the alleyway alongside the men’s dorm. When the
peace officers began marching up Lynch Street toward Alexander Hall,
Renter said, he had no idea who they were: guardsmen, patrolmen, or
police. He recalled seeing objects tossed over his head toward the lawmen
when they turned to face the students at Alexander Hall.
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“ Then the front line dropped down to their knees,” Renter testified.
“ Th ey leveled down in order for the back line to see over them.... That's
when I ran.... The bullet knocked me out. I was laying there and I didn’t
really think I was shot. I figured I was hit with a blank bullet because I
couldn’t believe that people would shoot live ammunition into a girls’ dorm.
So I said to myself that I was going to lay there until they got through, but
after they stopped, I tried to get up. I couldn’t... and that’s when I reached
down and felt m y leg, and that’s when I came up with a handful of blood.”
“ Had you heard any sniper shots immediately before these police
officers started aiming their weapons?” Renter was asked.
“ I hadn’t heard any shots.”
Redd Wilson was a slim, wiry Jackson State senior studying to become
a social studies teacher. He had been shot in the upper left thigh on the night
of the killings. After taking the witness stand, Wilson testified that on the
first night of unrest, May 13, 1970, he had been among the crowd charging
across the campus and shouting, “ Let’s burn the ROTG building!” The
crowd had thrown stones at the ROTG barracks, Wilson said, but he had not.
He was there just to watch, he said, and he never saw the firebombing
attempt later in the evening.
“ Excuse me,” Judge Walter Nixon said to W ilson. “W hy were rocks being
thrown at the ROTG building, and why was there talk of burning the ROTG
building down?”
“ Because there are some students who resent an ROTG branch on the
Jackson State campus,” Wilson replied. “They feel it is a branch o f the
m ilitary.”
On the next night, Wilson testified, he had been talking with friends in
front of Alexander Hall after just saying goodnight to his girlfriend. When
the lawmen arrived at the dorm, Wilson was standing near the west wing.
Students were shouting, “W e are not going to run! ” Staying to face the guns
was a matter of courage, Wilson told the court. That was why the students
had not run from the police.
Only “ a couple o f seconds” after the officers had arrived, Wilson
testified, a bottle flew from the crowd of students. It burst like a .22 shot on
the Lynch Street pavement.
“ Immediately after that happened,” Wilson added, “ they started to
shoot.”
Highway Patrolman Thomas Latham was sworn in and sat in the witness
box. He told the jury that on the night of the killings he had been armed with
a 9mm sub-machine gun. Latham had been one of two Patrolmen on the
campus with such a weapon, which could fire 700 rounds per minute.
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“ How many times did you fire this sub-machine gun?” he was asked.
“ I don’t know, sir,” Patrolman Latham answered.
“ Gould you give us an estimate?” he was asked.
“ I fired one short burst, probably eight or ten rounds,” Latham said.
“And at what target did you aim that weapon when you fired that burst?”
“Across the top of Alexander Hall, the west wing.”
“Why did you fire there?”
“ Someone hollered that there was a sniper up on top of the dormitory,”
Latham testified. “ I looked up. I saw some flashes of fire after the shooting
had already started— the other officers had started shooting. And I shot at
what I thought was in the direction of where this sniper was, across the top
of the building. I was looking up through some power lines.”
Deputy Attorney General William Allain, the state’s defense attorney for
the Patrolmen, began cross-examining Patrolman Latham, asking whether
he was married, how many children he had and how much schooling and
service in the armed forces he had.
Allain then asked Latham, who had been armed with a submachine gun,
if he was afraid for his life at Jackson State.
“ Yes, sir, I was,” Latham said. “ I thought I was going to die right there
in that street.”
On March 22, 1972, the all-white jury in the Jackson State case ruled
unanimously in favor of the lawmen. The deaths of James Green and Phillip
Gibbs, as well as the wounding of a dozen other black students, went
unpunished.

This article is adapted from Lynch Street: The May 1970 Slayings at Jackson State
(Kent, OH: Kent State University Press) 1988.
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Ron K ovic and Joan Baez attend a rally at Kent State, August 20,1977. Photo © by
John P. Rowe.

